Ultrastructure of cell contacts of fetal and adult Leydig cells in the rat: a systematic study from birth to senium.
Differentiation, development, and function of Leydig cells in the testis are regulated also by macrophages, vascular endothelial cells, and peritubular cells in the testis. The aim of the present study was to investigate the possible morphological substrates for communication between these cells. The cell contacts between adjacent Leydig cells, and between Leydig cells and other interstitial cells were studied electron microscopically in the rat testis of various age groups from birth to senium. Intercellular bridges with continuous cytoplasm were observed between fetal Leydig cells (FLCs) in the early postnatal period. Gap junctions were present in nearly every age group. A structural diversity as well as an increased occurrence of gap junctions with the maturity of the Leydig cells was noted. Coated pits were observed initially on pnd 30. From pnd 50 onwards, macrophages and Leydig cells were attached very closely to each other, when the cell processes of Leydig cells protruded either into the coated pits or into the deep invaginations of macrophages. To conclude, this is the first report on the presence of intercellular bridges between FLCs suggesting a possible functional synchronization of interconnected Leydig cells. The cell contacts observed here are possibly required for a precise communication between the Leydig cells and other interstitial cells.